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This research focused on the portrayal and depiction of workplace bullying from a sample of 100 
popular Hollywood films over the past two decades. This study utilized Hymes’s SPEAKING 
Model, a well-established ethnographic communication method (Hymes, 1974), because of its rich 
interpretive and descriptive nature and its focus on analyzing communication and interaction in 
terms of both verbal and nonverbal exchanges. This study applied the framework of Hymes’s 
model and analyzed the mnemonic elements of SPEAKING: setting, participants, end, act 
sequence, key, instrumentalities, norms, and genre. The investigation was guided by the theoretical 
underpinnings of film theory, social construction theory, and symbolic interaction theory. The 
findings revealed theoretical frames that emerged and collectively these interpretive findings shed 
new light on understanding portrayals of workplace bullying in contemporary films. This research 
adds to the body of research on workplace bullying and calls attention to its expression in film. 
  
A Study Investigating Depictions of Workplace Bullying in Hollywood Films 
Bullying is the most prevalent form of violence in the workplace, has no boundaries, and damages 
healthy individuals and organizations (Chaplin, 2010, p. 438). The U.S. Workplace Bullying 
Institute’s (WBI) national survey shows that 72% of American workers reported awareness of 
bullying in the workplace; 27% identified as victims, and 21% as witnesses (Namie, Christiansen, 
& Phillips, 2014). While most workplace bullying research has focused on psychological or social-
psychological issues (Hutchinson & Jackson, 2014; Lewis & Rayner, 2003), this study used a new 
lens by exploring the questions, “can film help us make sense or meaning?” and “what do films 
convey through depictions of workplace bullying?” (Sutherland & Felty, 2013, p. 192). 
 
There is a plethora of research connecting film, and the social world wherein movie scenes become 
reference material for social behavior. The role of movies in society is complex, and the debate 
continues regarding “when they mirror society and when they shape it” (McCullick, Belcher, 
Hardin, & Hardin, 2003, p. 5). Long after a film ends, it can continue to live on in thoughts, 
emotions, and interactions with others, becoming an integral part of the lived experience (Ross, S.  
2014, pp. 9-11). This research aimed to take an in-depth look at depictions of workplace bullying 
in scenes of 100 popular Hollywood films released in the last two decades by exploring the 
ethnography of speaking within the context of workplace bullying. This study will begin with an 
overview of the literature on the powerful role of media and its link to workplace bullying. Next, 
it will move to the methodological design of this current research that utilizes ethnography. This 
section will be followed with the analyses of the data that includes the primary themes that emerged 
from the 100 films investigated in this study. Finally, a discussion will present the conclusions and 
implications of this study.  
 
Literature Review  
 
Historical Influence of Film 
 
Movies have far-reaching influences on social life and continually prove to be powerful channels 
for disseminating ideas (Ross, S. 2014, p. 2). In 1923, a New York Times reporter described 
movies not as entertainment, but as a source of instruction and reflection influencing societal 
change in the US (Ross, S. 2014, p. 1). The Frankfurt School, created by international social 
theorists in 1923 (Routledge, 2011), argued that movies were producing “a mass society that 
undermines individuality, democracy, and the salutary aspects of high culture” (Kellner, 2004, p. 
2). In response, the motion picture research council funded a study on the influence of movies on 
daily life (Keller, 2004, p. 2). These early studies were based on theories of propaganda and the 
belief that media had a direct influence on contributing to social problems (Keller, 2004, p. 3).  
 
In the 1930s and 1940s, research shifted toward the influence of propaganda and concerns that 
film was “promoting immorality, juvenile delinquency, and violence” (Kellner, 2004, p. 2). By the 
1950s-1960s, going to the movies became a weekly tradition (Sutherland & Feltey, 2013, p. x). 
Films were bringing real-life issues to the screen (Ross, S. 2014, p. 4). The Vietnam War, women’s 
liberation, the sexual revolution, economic mobility, and the influx of international funding are 
examples of the social context from the 1960s throughout the 1980s (Ross, S. 2014, p. 6). 
Questions still persist on the influence of film. 
 
Mediation Dependency Theory and Media Effect 
 
Media has a formidable role in society as often people rely on it to form their attitudes and 
perceptions. Media Dependency Theory stresses that people likely depend on media, films, and 
television depictions to understand norms and behavior surrounding their attitudes and perceptions 
toward their environment. This dependency is heightened, especially when people do not have 
direct experiences in matters (Riffe & Varouhakis, 2008). For example, in the context of 
organizational life, people may depend on the media to inform them of what is acceptable to 
portray or accept within this setting. Workplace bullying may be illustrated as normative and even 
as provocative occurrences in the workplace in media depictions, so people will begin to normalize 
negative associations with real-world interactions and, in so become more complicit in accepting 
inappropriate norms because of these media depictions. These depictions are garnered from the 
different roles taken on by actors and media personalities that appear in media. Perhaps managers 
or superiors are commonly portrayed as aggressors with a thirst for unquestionable authority that 
manifests through regular verbal denigration, insidious harassment, and subtle or blatant sabotage. 
While these toxic behaviors are maladaptive for individuals, media dependency has significant 
impacts even in large-scale social disruption (Lowery, 2004). Today, the movement of Black Lives 
Matter that has ensued as a result of wrongful deaths to people of color who are tragically and 
brutally killed by police and the large-scale disruption and unrest between law enforcement and 
communities, gives society time to pause and reflect on how violence and tensions of this 
magnitude can be experienced. This movement has challenged people to reflect on what has gone 
array and media portrayals and depictions are part of the problem and root cause.  
 
Media effect is interwoven with many influences, multifaceted, and sometimes convoluted. While 
in the early 1920s, media effect focused on what was referred to as the “hypodermic needle” effect; 
recent research argues that the audience is not passive (Ross, S. 2014, p. 7). Additionally, Katz 
(1959) points out that, “The selectivity approach emerged in the 1940s as a new paradigm that 
aimed to show that is more relevant to investigate what people do with media than what media do 
to people.” (p. 2) For example, it has often been found that people pay more attention to negative 
media content than to positive content, especially when it comes to news (Zillman et al. 2004). 
Considering and acknowledging media effects is integral to this study; recognizing the 
fundamental role of the characters, narratives, and context is imperative (Valkenburg et al. 2016). 
No longer can the media be unchallenged when topics such as harassment, bullying, and violence 
are investigated. For the purpose of this study, media dependency, and media effects are place 
squarely at the forefront of this study. 
 
Role of Films 
 
From the moment members of the audience leave the theater, they begin reflecting, discussing, 
and analyzing what they experienced (Barker & Austin, 2000, p. 2). The portrayal of all aspects of 
personal and professional lives is open to interpretation through film. Turner (2006) posits that 
“film is a social practice for its makers and its audience; in its narratives and meanings we can 
locate evidence of the ways in which our culture makes sense of itself” (p. 3). 
 
Miller (2012) explored the film depiction of transgender people and posits that “legitimacy lies at 
the intersection between material reality and our symbolic world. Material reality often serves as 
the basis for representation while representation can also have an impact on material reality” (p. 
1). Alternatively, Coleman (2005) considered the portrayal of Native Americans in Western films 
and argued that these films have “informed audiences how to think about cowboys and Indians” 
(p. 277). In addition, Quinn (2004) raises important questions related to the subtle yet pervasive 
influence of film on the portrayal of intellectuals. What the character’s look like, what they wear, 
and how they sound are some of the factors that influence the viewer’s interpretation. While, it can 
seem innocent at first, it can have irreparable harm (Quinn, 2004, p. 4). 
 
Stereotypical depictions of physical education teachers in popular movies have been prolific for 
many years (McCullick et al., 2003, p. 4). From the more than average muscular male and the 
“masculine” looking female, to both portrayed as lacking intellect; it is no surprise to find that it 
has seeped into not just imagery on the screen, but also the more general context of society (p. 4). 
Farber and Holm wrote about movies and how they “construct images and themes capable of 
affirming or denying common perceptions” (McCullick et al., 2003, p. 4). 
 
Bordon and Pietrobon (2012) studied 100 scenes analyzing how the depiction of domestic violence 
impacts the foundations of the family (pp. 221-223). Films can affect a viewer’s perception of 
what is real and shape their assumptions about “societal norms and values” (p. 220). The 
presumptions someone brings to a situation and attributes to “the others” involved are interwoven 
into the shaping film provides. Their findings reveal that film can be a powerful source for raising 
awareness about such a serious social issue, concluding that film is a valuable source for providing 
“a space in which social concepts can be formed and shared” (p. 223).  
 
Movies continue to perpetuate negative and disparaging racism and stigma. Horton, Price, & 
Brown (1999) see this as Hollywood perpetuating a cycle of racism. Stereotypes persist, portraying 
African Americans as “lazy, stupid, foolish, and submissive” (Horton et al., 1999). Despite the 
United States’ cultural diversity, movies still tend to depict a biased homogenous view. The same 
rings true in the continued portrayal of women as inferior, promoting sexism, exploitation, and 
objectification (Berberick, 2010). Berberick (2010) explores connections with the depictions of 
women struggling with illness, surgeries, and death. Hollywood’s portrayal of women leads to 
eating disorders, cosmetic surgery, and emotional problems by dehumanizing and promoting 
shame and fear (Berberick, 2010).   
 
Denzin (2007) reviewed 57 years of Hollywood’s portrayal of alcoholics to reveal the repeated 
symbolism of meanings attached to alcoholism. The depictions fluctuated from normalizing 
drinking to mockery or comic relief to sobriety or death (p. xiv). Consistent with the Goffman 
(1974) theory of symbolic interaction, while films may sometimes be entertainment; often, they 
are more, creating interpretations and understandings (p. xvii). Denzin (2007) asserts that films 
have shaped public understanding of alcoholism (p. xv).  
 
This research sought to gain a greater understanding as to how film may be shaping society’s 
understanding of the horrifying phenomenon of workplace bullying. Much of what we know or 
think we know comes from symbolic influences rather than actual lived experiences (Helfgott, 
2008, p. 369). It is a widely held belief, supported by scholarly research, that film is a bridge 
connecting symbolic representations with real-lived experiences. The stories that mold our 
thoughts and actions come from modern-day mythology, “pop culture, television, and film” 
(Helfgott, 2008, p. 372). Movies seem to keep up with the changes and the conflicts of everyday 
life. Film is a vehicle of popular culture, providing symbols that help construct reality. Depictions 
of workplace bullying in popular Hollywood films reveal its dimensions within pop culture and its 




The WBI defines bullying as; “repeated, health-harming mistreatment of an employee by one or 
more employees through acts of commission or omission manifested as verbal abuse; behaviors 
(physical or nonverbal) that are threatening, intimidating, or humiliating; work sabotage, 
interference with production; exploitation of a vulnerability-physical, social, or psychological; or 
some combination of one or more categories” (Namie & Namie, 2011, p. 13). Bloch (2012) defines 
bullying as the carrying out of the bully’s intention to degrade or reject others (p. 88). It causes 
shame and misery and interferes with job performance. It creates unpleasant working environments 
that have social, psychological, and organizational impact. Individuals may suffer from stress, 
while organizations face losses in efficiency, profit, and overall employee motivation (Harvey, 
Treadway, Heames, & Duke, 2009, p. 27).  
 
A common working definition of workplace bullying from Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, and Cooper is, 
“Bullying at work means harassing, offending, socially excluding someone or negatively affecting 
someone’s work tasks” (Van Heugten et al., 2013, p. 3). Bullying is an escalating process during 
which the person confronted ends up in an inferior position and becomes the target of systematic 
negative social acts. (p. 3). Frey, Hirschstein, Edstrom & Snell define bullying as a “social 
construct that disrupts social connection” (Polanin, Espelage, & Pigott, 2012, p. 48).  Einarsen, 
Hoel, Zapf, and Cooper (2011) condense the definition of workplace bullying to “negative acts 
that occur in a persistent and systematic way” (p. 179). Paull et al. (2012) pulled from the research 
of Rayner and Hoel and extended the definition of workplace bullying into five distinct categories: 
threats to personal standing, threats to professional status, destabilization or undermining, 
overwork or undue pressure, and isolation (pp. 351-352). David Yamada, a leading proponent for 
US anti-bullying laws, defines bullying as deliberate verbal and non-verbal attacks in words and 
actions that are responsible for both physical and psychological harm (Chaplin, 2010, p. 445). A 
recent study defined bullying as negative acts, harmful effects, power imbalance, and persistence 
(Coyne, 2013, p. 159). This introduces a shift in focus on how workplace bullying is defined, from 
frequency or duration, to target perceptions, and the outcomes of the negative acts (p. 158). 
Bullying is a societal phenomenon attributed to various factors, from many perspectives (Einarsen 
et al., 2011, p. 28). The literature defines bullying with some variation, but all agree bullying on 
causes harm. 
 
Workplace bullying is deliberate, sometimes covert, and always harmful (Rayner et al. 2002, p. 
xi), and has the potential for a full range of impact, either blatant or hidden, leading to emotional 
and physical harm (Paull et al., 2012). It is the cause of substantial health issues (Paull et al., 2012). 
Bullying is complex and interferes with social interactions; the relationship being a triad between 
perpetrator, victim, and bystander (Bloch, 2012). The “systematic mistreatment” of bullying can 
result in “severe social, psychological, and psychosomatic problems” (Einarsen et al., 2011, p. 4) 
and negatively impact employment, cause stress, and lead to social exclusion. Bullying 
encompasses criticizing and demeaning, disseminating rumors, and isolating co-workers (Chaplin, 
2010). Namie (2003) describes it as a form of interpersonal hostility (Tye-Williams & Krone, 
2014). More traumatic and damaging than any other work-related stress, bullying is shattering and 




This study utilized qualitative methods to explore the patterns and themes in the representations of 
workplace bullying in a purposive sampling of Hollywood films spanning nearly twenty years. 
The second author provided the overarching design for the study, but both authors were involved 
with the analyses and theoretical model development. The design of the qualitative media analysis 
facilitates an in-depth analysis of “objects, symbols, and meanings that make up social reality 
shared by members of a society” (Altheide & Schneider, 2013, p. 2). Context, process, and 
emergence are the three focal points of this methodology. Context is the situation, the process is 
“how” it was created, and understanding emerges from context and process (Altheide & Schneider, 
2013, pp. 9-10). Through a reflexive, constant comparison of context and process, social 
interaction is studied, themes emerge, and an understanding of workplace bullying is discovered. 
This descriptive and exploratory research involves interacting with the text (film), analyzing and 
inferring, and integrating constant comparison and reflexivity to the point of saturation.  
 
Scenes depicting workplace bullying were selected from 100 Hollywood films released from 1994-
2016. Extensive online searches of pop culture newspapers, magazine articles, social media, blogs, 
etc. on the topics of Hollywood films combined with “bullying” and “bullying in the workplace” 
created a list of potential films that were then matched for the following criteria: 
1. Hollywood films released between 1994 and 2016. 
2. Films with fictional narratives, designed for diverse audiences.  
3. Films having one or more scenes depicting workplace bullying as defined by the WBI. 
 
More than 150 films released between 1994 and 2016 were viewed and considered, 100 films 
matching the criteria were selected, and 453 scenes were chosen for analysis.  
 
Textual analysis facilitated unearthing deeper meaning of how visual codes and narrative 
conventions of film worked together to portray and construct a paradigm of workplace bullying 
(Turner, 2006). The researcher looked for patterns and clues, moving back and forth through the 
data. The data was divided into smaller sections, categories were identified, and frames and themes 
emerged. Data collection and analysis were guided by the following research questions:  
 
RQ1. What does workplace bullying look like, and how does it manifest in the selected 
Hollywood film scenes (1994-2016)?  
RQ2. Do depictions change over time?   
RQ3. What themes or patterns emerge; how do they inform us about the phenomenon? 
RQ4. How do they inform us of purposeful new directions for further research? 
 
The analysis employed the Hymes’ Ethnography of Communication, speaking model, which is 
heuristic and a comprehensive and systematic way of exploring and understanding interpersonal 
speech and social interaction. Hymes developed this model to better understand our “ways of 
speaking” (Johnstone & Marcellino, 2010, pp. 3-4). This theory-based model acknowledges that 
speech has context and makes meaning (Johnstone & Marcellino, 2010, p. 4). It considers the 
relevance or context of the situation and the specifics of the participants (Hymes, 1974).  
 
The process focuses on the three primary elements of speech: speech situations, speech events, 
and speech acts. Speech situations can be “ceremonies, fights, hunts, meals, lovemaking, and the 
like” (Johnstone & Marcellino, 2010, p. 7). Speech events are embedded in the situation, and 
speech acts are the literal words spoken or exchanged (Johnstone & Marcellino, 2010, p. 7). Speech 
situations are all-encompassing and consider the broadest context of the scene. The speech event 
and the speech act are components of the speech situation, which are not mutually exclusive, but 
rather interwoven (Zand-Vakili et al., 2012). The model provided an organized way of collecting 
data and facilitated theme emergence and analysis (Zand-Vakili et al., 2012, p. 42). The speaking 
model grid is a guiding tool for analysis and a greater understanding of the social context, purposes, 
and needs while exploring the ethnography of communication. To facilitate this process, Hymes 
provides a detailed framework referred to as the speaking model grid, where SPEAKING is an 
acronym (Johnstone & Marcellino, 2010, pp. 7-8): 
• Setting: speech situation time and place 
• Participants: characters; their relationship, gender, age, status or position in the speech 
situation 
• Ends: the purpose of the speech event, goals, or intentions 
• Act: topic or speech acts within the speech event 
• Key: tone or way speech acts are said 
• Instrumentalities: forms and styles of speech; linguistic code, language or dialect, variety 
of channels of speech and writing 
• Norm: social rules of the situation; interactions and interpretations 
• Genre: type of speech event  
 
While guiding exploration, the speaking model helped to reveal the implicit context of workplace 
culture and depictions of workplace bullying. Films facilitated isolating the ways of speaking and 
consideration of their meanings in the film and provided a comprehensive and systematic process 
for gaining greater insight into exploring the phenomenon of workplace bullying.     
 
The synthesis of Denzin’s recommended phases for film analysis, qualitative media analysis, and 
the ethnography of communication (Hymes, 1974) provided five steps for rich and descriptive 
exploration, discovery, and analysis: 
1. Films were viewed to identify scenes portraying workplace bullying; extensive use of 
pause, stop, start, rewind, repeat, and notetaking ensued. 
2. Films were viewed again to affirm selected scenes, as well as to identify additional scenes 
that might qualify. Following the order and logic of the text (scene) and paying attention 
to textual and thematic analysis was imperative. Focusing on the social context, the 
researcher looked for three primary elements of speech; speech situations: speech events, 
and speech acts (Johnstone & Marcellino, 2010, p. 7).  
3. Utilizing the Hymes SPEAKING model grid as a guide for more detailed social context 
and ethnographic data (Johnstone & Marcellino, 2010, pp. 7-8), the selected scenes were 
viewed a third time.  
4. As needed, as many as 2-5 additional viewings of selected scenes followed, the researcher 
continued to employ pause, stop, start, rewind, repeat, and more extensive notetaking. The 
focus at this stage included coding of scenes utilizing depictions of the typology of 
workplace bullying and lists of subtle and not-so-subtle signs of bullying.  
5. The researcher was diligent and thorough in searching for patterns and traces of the 
phenomenon of workplace bullying. Fluidity was constant, repeatedly navigating through 
the scenes utilizing the Hymes model (1974) and allowing themes to emerge. Codes were 
tabulated, patterns identified, comparing and contrasting, while searching for theme 
emergence.  
 
Films proved to be an excellent tool for researching the phenomenon of workplace bullying by 
providing a place to explore, reflect, and analyze. A synthesis of Denzin’s recommended phases 
for film analysis, qualitative media analysis, and the ethnography of communication (Hymes, 
1974) provided a deliberate and intentional process, ensuring rich and descriptive exploration, 
discovery, and analysis. The researcher was diligent in searching for patterns and clues; while 
moving back and forth through the data. The data was refined into smaller sections, as categories 
became evident, and frames and themes emerged.  
 
One unique strength of qualitative media analysis is its non-intrusive nature, and ability to be 
repeated. This provides strength in the sampling and reliability in the findings (Mcnamara, 2005). 
Its synthesis with Denzin’s recommended phases for film analysis and the ethnography of 
communication (1974) reinforces trustworthiness for rich and descriptive exploration, discovery, 
and analysis. The Hymes speaking model added structural support to meet the challenge of 
traditional tests for rigor and validity, as well as the process of constant comparison, reflexivity, 
emerging themes, and thick descriptions safeguarding reliability and trustworthiness (Hansen, 
2014, pp. 5-7). Qualitative research requires a delicate balance between the voice of the text and 
the voice of the researcher; however, the researcher is the conduit to understanding (Denzin & 




RQ 1:  What does workplace bullying look like, and how does it manifest in the selected Hollywood 
films scenes (1994-2016)? 
 
Workplace bullying in this research predominately looks like Caucasian men over the age of 45 
bullying Caucasian men under the age of 45. Bullies are most often top-down bosses, gatekeepers 
that primarily use intimidation and belittling to harm others. Pynnonen and Takala (2013) report 
that abuse persists when transferred like a “domino effect” (p. 4). Workplace bullying behaviors 
get passed down; often through position, bullies have power, misusing and abusing their power 
through acts of “humiliation, intimidation, or punishing” (p. 5).  
 
Workplace bullying is often depicted as humorous and sprinkled with obscenities. Comedy is 
pervasive, either standing alone, completely diminishing the violent and traumatic impacts of 
bullying, or intermingling as a sort of sedative to more dramatic and harmful story lines. In some 
cases, a touch of romance is interfused to ensure there is a nonsensical Hollywood happy ending 
to what otherwise is often abusive and devastating. Less often, but also impactful, bullying is 
sometimes dramatic, painful, and tragic. 
 
Depictions of workplace bullying varied by industry: 50% of the films occur in corporate settings; 
the other 50% are distributed over 13 other industries: corporate setting, government, legal/law 
enforcement, retail, factory, restaurant, education K12, media, clergy, higher education, sport, 
domestic military, and construction. This range of industries confirms that no workplace is 
immune.  
 
A total of 192 bullies were depicted in the selected scenes; 151 (79%) men, 41 (21%) women. A 
total of 130 targets were identified; 82 (63%) men, 48 (37%) women. In both cases, the number of 
bullies and targets reflects at least one occurrence by one individual; however, there are many cases 
when a bully or target is portrayed in multiple roles as part of their character.  
 
The findings show that overwhelmingly Caucasian men are depicted as the bully and the target; 
Caucasian women are second highest. However, while Caucasian women are about equal in their 
prevalence as either bully or target, Caucasian men are nearly twice as often depicted as the 
perpetrator rather than the target. The age of the bullies or targets is difficult to determine since 
age is not specifically identified within the context of the film. However, two broad categories 
estimating age were identified to guide exploration of the participants within the portrayals of 
workplace bullying: young professional (under 45 years of age), and mature professional (over 45 
years of age). Seventy-six of the 192 bullies met the criteria as young professionals and 116 as 
mature professionals. Targets were more often depicted as young professionals (98 out of 130). 
These numbers are based on 96 of the 100 films in our sampling; the four animated films were not 
considered for racial or ethnic identity nor age.  
 
The roles portrayed by bullies fall into three primary categories: Boss bullies (top-down), co-
workers (lateral), and subordinates (bottom-up). In some scenes, a character may have multiple 
roles and interactions in different directions. These multiple roles exceed specific counts of overall 
bullying participants; however, the findings are valid and provide powerful strength to the 
prevalence of top-down workplace bullying. Of 298-character portrayals in bullying roles: 234 
(79%) were top-down bullying, 12 bottom-up, and 52 laterals. The portrayal of workplace bullying 
varied from one film to the next and from one scene to the next; however, overall, most character 
roles depicting workplace bullying were supervisors.  
 
One hundred films released between 1994 and 2016 provided 453 scenes with 1,844 depictions of 
workplace bullying. In 1,844 portrayals, there were 982 subtle and 862 not-so-subtle signs of 
bullying. Intimidation (subtle) and belittling (not-so-subtle) were the most frequent representations 
of bullying; 152 intimidation incidents (15.5%, subtle signs of bullying); 191 incidents of belittling 
(22% of not-so-subtle signs of bullying). Illustrated in Table 1, these permeate the depictions of 
workplace bullying in this research. The signs and descriptions were retrieved from the WBI. 
 
Table 1: Subtle and Not-So-Subtle Signs of Bullying 
# of 
incidents 
Subtle Signs   # of 
incidents 
Not-So-Subtle Signs 
152 Intimidation   191 Belittling 
115 Minimization   126 Threats 
54 Taking credit   121 Offensive communication 
75 Rationalization   136 Aggression 
67 Criticism   103 Embarrassment 
55 Seduction    50 Intrusion 
36 Isolation/exclusion   55 Coercion 
52 Creating a feeling of 
uselessness 
  34 Campaigning 
41 Diversion    19 Punishment 
45 Projection of blame   14 Revenge 
41 Undermining work   23 Blocking advancement/growth 
46 Pitting employees 









20 Removal of 
responsibility 
3 Constant change and 
inconsistency 
7 Mood swings 
 
 
In this research, workplace bullying was portrayed in sixteen different film genres: comedy, drama, 
romance, thriller, crime, mystery, action, sport, biography, fantasy, adventure, family, war, music, 
musical, and animation. Many films represent multiple genres. Depictions of workplace bullying 
were predominately found in comedy (69%), drama (58%), and romance (33%). These three 
genres are also often intertwined. Film ratings are also a vital aspect of the genre as defined within 
the Hymes model (1974). Workplace bullying is portrayed in various ratings of films. Ratings of 
films in this study were represented as follows: 39 (39%) rated R; 46 (46%) rated PG-13; 10 (10%) 
PG, 1 (1%) G; and 4 (4%) was NR (not rated).  
 
RQ2:  Do the depictions change over time?   
 
There was no significant change with the who, where, or how of workplace bullying over time. 
The only change reflected in the findings is related to the genre and ratings of the films. Bullying 
was not depicted in G rated films in the past 15 years and was reduced by 50% in PG rated films. 
These decreases are a positive sign, reducing the exposure of workplace bullying to children. Rated 
R films depicting workplace bullying increased by 25% in the past ten years, also a positive trend, 
a rating more aligned with the true nature of the phenomenon.  
 
The findings show that the genre of films depicting workplace bullying does change over time. 
Comedy is consistently the most frequent genre utilized to portray workplace bullying, with only 
two 3-year segments showing it equal to depictions in drama, 1997-1999, and 2009-2011. In many 
cases, comedy and drama co-mingle as a genre and romance as well. During the period of 1994-
1996, comedy was almost exclusively a genre for portraying workplace bullying.  
 
Ratings of films depicting workplace bullying show a change over time. While there is still a 
significant number of PG-13 films in our sampling, the findings over time do reflect a decrease 
overall of PG films and some signs in recent years for PG-13 as well. This is a positive signal, 
reducing the risk of influence on children regarding the imagery of workplace adult bullying 
behaviors. R being the greatest overall rating is consistent with the portrayals of workplace 
bullying as being violent and therefore, should have limited access to youth viewing. 
 
RQ3:  What themes or patterns emerge; how do they inform us about the phenomenon?  
 
Workplace bullying is a complex interweaving of interactions and relationships between bullies, 
targets, and bystanders; something not to be simplified. Some portrayals were distinct for bullies, 
targets, and bystanders, while many more are complex and intermingling. Looking specifically at 
bullies, targets, and bystanders, there is overlap or duplication of some categories. Ten of the 
categories that emerged focused on bullies: abuse of authority, threats and intimidation, belittling, 
competition and promotion, systemic bullying, firings, power and control, dismissive and 
minimization, doing gender, and rationalization. Five categories that came to light focused on 
targets: quitting, trauma, rationalization, speaking up, and silence, and four other categories aimed 
at bystanders:  power and control, speaking up, silence, and doing gender. Depictions of bullies in 
this study were predominantly, but not limited to, abusing authority, belittling, threatening and 
intimidating, and competing. Targets are portrayed most often as quitting, being traumatized, or 
rationalizing; bystanders range from doing nothing, joining, or intervening.   
 
These categories are rarely mutually exclusive. Bullies and targets are both sometimes portrayed 
as violent, aggressive, winning, or retaliating. Bullies and bystanders are both sometimes portrayed 
as having power and control, being dismissive or minimizing, and functioning as part of the system 
or representative of the culture of the workplace. Targets and bystanders are portrayed as puppets, 
traumatized, ignoring, joining, speaking up, or accepting. Bullies, targets, and bystanders all are at 
times portrayed as doing gender, forgiving, silent, in denial, or rationalizing. 
 
RQ 4:  How do the themes or patterns inform us of purposeful new directions for further research? 
 
In the 100 films studied, are embedded hundreds of potential case studies; each its own unique 
story, each diverse and rich in characters and relationships, each with suffering and in some cases 
also joy or triumph. Case study allows a researcher to study a complex phenomenon like workplace 
bullying with focused context and in-depth exploration (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 544).  
 
Davey in Big Bully (Barber & Miner, 1996) raised a new question regarding the phenomenon of 
bystanders in workplace bullying. Where is the support of bystanders in the workplace, as adults, 
that Davy refers to Namie’s (2008) findings show that while 97% of co-workers were aware of 
mistreatment, and 95% attest to seeing it, less than 1% did anything to respond. The bystanders 
own personal fears are most often the explanation for their action or inaction, often resulting in 
nothing more than moral support or advice (Namie, 2008, pp. 3-4). The risks to a bystander are 
often like those of a target; active bystanders often are left with the alternatives of quitting or 
getting fired; therefore, many remain quiet and become complicit by default. Further study is 
recommended related to this theme of bystanders as well as a cross-relationship with other research 
of lived-experiences. Another area for research can focus on “do you see what I see,” utilizing 
scenes from films to raise awareness and develop strategies for change. 
 
Historically, leaders are looked up to for guidance and support. An organizations’ success often 
relies on a leader’s effectiveness, and more specifically, their emotional intelligence (Goleman et 
al., 2013, p. 6). A toxic leader creates an environment that breeds norms that are damaging (p. 
194). This is consistent with the findings in this research; films can aid in raising awareness and 
facilitating change. The gatekeeper can be an essential part of propagating a culture of workplace 
bullying. Escalation of bullying in the workplace can lead to devastating outcomes. Further study 
of these depictions in film and bridging together with research on lived experiences can be a 
tremendous contribution to de-escalation. Top-down leadership has an integral part in workplace 
bullying, as depicted in films.  
 
The findings in this study show that humor is the vehicle most often delivering workplace bullying. 
At first look, the extensive use of comedy is disheartening, seeming to diminish the horrors of the 
lived experiences of this phenomenon. On the other hand, this finding may instead prove to be the 
best inroad for further research and toward positive change. Humor has the power to anesthetize 
pain, form a common ground, and create a haven for more complex conversations. The findings 
of this study reveal a new and exciting direction for studying workplace bullying, studying the 
close and intimate relationship, the paradox of pain and joy, comedy and tragedy.  In both film and 
lived experiences of workplace bullying, the concept of “I was just joking” is pervasive and 
deserves further study. Further research studying more closely the depictions of workplace 
bullying in comedy films, as well as placing broader emphasis on the impact or influence these 
films may wield on the lived experiences in workplace bullying, is encouraged. 
 
Another significant finding in this study across multiple themes are repeated portrayals of co-
workers pitted against one another in pursuit of advancement or promotion. Work is intertwined 
so much in our identity and sense of belonging; it is where we spend most of our time, becoming 
a source for affirmation, relationship, and connection. In this study, the impetus of competition 
depicts the unraveling of selves, interloped with others, becoming a source of despair and 
destruction rather than success and community. Competition in the workplace is depicted as 
harmful and dangerous. Intermingled with workplace competition is the perpetuating of 
stigmatized gender roles. The films in this study reveal gross generalizations of men attempting to 
prove their manhood; and women trying to prove their worth in the world of work. Further research 
can delve more deeply into the impact of promotion and competition as well as the pervasiveness 
of “doing gender” and its integral relationship with workplace bullying. Depictions from the 
selected scenes in this study are consistent with the research of lived experiences of the 
phenomenon of workplace bullying. Further research into the portrayal of competition in the 
workplace in film, and its relationship to the lived experience, is essential. Whether exploring the 
possibility of positive outcomes or extending more awareness to the potential harm, a study of 
either or both would seem to have considerable potential value. 
 
Significant in the findings of this research, and more poignantly from the researchers, is the 
emergence of film as a third voice. This research models on a large scale the unique role film can 
play as a sort of independent or “third-party” tool for difficult conversations related to workplace 
bullying. More research on this can be an integral resource for employee and management training, 
as well as focus groups for policy-making and legislative action. Further research is recommended 
to explore how film can be an excellent catalyst for sharing stories to inform about the 
phenomenon; how select scenes might be introduced into professional development and support 
curriculum and training. Film scenes can be a non-threatening way to help targets discuss more 
openly and objectively relatable experiences of workplace bullying in the workplace. Another area 
of research is to explore the usefulness of film depictions of workplace bullying in counseling and 




The Paradoxical Web of Workplace Bullying 
 
“Paradoxical curiosity,” defined by Lederach (2005), “is a suspension of judgment; it goes beyond 
what is visible” (p. 36). The paradox is that something so devastating and destructive is also a 
source of entertainment, and further may be influencing what occurs in the lived experiences of 
this phenomenon. Curiosity took the researchers deeper, reaching beyond the surface and 
discovered the lapse in the research of workplace bullying depictions in film. It found a consistent 
lack of regard for the seriousness of violence experienced daily in the workplace; therein lies the 
paradox, the want for belonging interwoven with destruction. The lens of film in this study sheds 
light on this paradox through its vivid images of doing harm, sadly too often shrouded in humor. 
The paradox has become what seems an almost impenetrable web in the culture of the workplace 
and, more specifically, in workplace bullying. Rayner et al. (2002) liken corporate culture to a 
spider web, the web being strong, each strand supported by the other, the whole of it keeping even 
its prey captive (p. 97). This research extends the imagery of a web and posits that it is only through 
a collective effort that the culture of bullying at work be better understood or changed. Emerging 
from this research is a theoretical frame named The Paradoxical Web of Workplace Bullying, 
depicted in Figure 1. Tightly woven together within a paradox of comedy and tragedy, by a 
sampling of more than 30 capricious but persistent exploits, perpetrated or endured relentlessly by 
bullies, targets, and bystanders. This web represents the findings and impact of this research, 




Figure 1. The paradoxical web of workplace bullying 
 
The paradoxical web of workplace bully has interlocking strands with the capacity to protect or 
capture; the gears providing the opportunity for reconciliation or destruction, determined by the 
direction it moves. The depictions of workplace bullying in this study highlight the paradox of 
tragedy and humor. This web reflects the manifestations of workplace bullying, as depicted in 
Hollywood films and the delicate balance and intermingling of variables.   
 
Ambivalence Resilience Theory (ART) 
 
Ambivalence Resilience Theory (ART), purports that the depictions of workplace bullying in 
Hollywood films reflect an incessant tension within the workplace. Ambivalence refers to a 
constant strain impacting decision-making, choice, action, or reaction; resilience is an energy on a 
continuum impacted by fear and connection, inclusion, or belonging. Ambivalence and resilience 
are interwoven in the depictions of workplace bullying. Resilience can sustain, fluctuate, or 
eliminate ambivalence; ambivalence can, in turn, reduce, increase, or disengage resilience. This 
theoretical concept evolved from the themes that arose in this study and is depicted in Figure 2 
below. 
 
Figure 2. Ambivalence Resilience Theory 
 
Where there are high ambivalence and high resilience, there is comedy as a means for navigating 
workplace bullying, the most prevalent depiction in this study. Even with humor, there is always 
a sense of confusion and nervousness emanating. Making light of vulnerable violent situations 
seems to provide relief. At the other extreme where there are low ambivalence and low resilience, 
this typically reflects tragic circumstances; forced resignations, firings, trauma, and even murder 
or suicide. The abuse is clear, the acquiescence apparent. It typically leaves targets feeling blind-
sighted, depleted, even destroyed. Where there are high ambivalence and low resilience, it reflects 
situations wherein employees submit to the power or control, give in, or are compliant to the 
abuses. The ambivalence creates stressful situations, there is a yearning to act, but resilience is 
low. Low resilience comes from persistence and wears down defenses. On the other end of the 
spectrum, from tragedy, there is sometimes triumph. Low ambivalence and high resilience reflect 
action on the part of the employee. There is conviction or clarity, abuses are reported, and if 
problems are not addressed, they resign or quit. Ambivalence and resilience are unmistakable in 
this study, no matter the gender, age, ethnicity, industry, genre, or typology. The portrayals are 
impactful, not just as entertainment, but also as a looking glass of many examples of the lived 
experiences of workplace bullying. ART emerged as it pertained to the findings of this study, but 
also provides a more focused means for continued exploration and studying of depictions of 
workplace bullying in film, as well as, the lived experiences. Further research on the lived 




Research on the influence of film in American society goes back more than a hundred years (Ross, 
2014, p.2); this research has the honor of contributing to a strong legacy. More specifically, this 
study is the first of its kind, a beginning of a new era for conflict and communication scholars and 
practitioners committed to exploring and eradicating the phenomenon of workplace bullying. The 
findings provide the fertile groundwork, are far-reaching, and comprehensive. This research not 
only reveals the portrayals of the phenomenon of workplace bullying in film but, more importantly, 
provides a relevant resource that instigates further research. In the more than 20 years of 
Hollywood films, this study spans, it reveals persistent imagery of constant intermingling or 
paradox between humor, tragedy, and romance. Triumph for the target, depicted as individuals 
overcoming or quitting, is rare. Bullying at work in films becomes a vehicle for providing comic 
relief or the impetus for making tough decisions, i.e., filing complaints or resigning. Romance is 
also utilized to take the sting out of bullying, creating a sweet distraction from the atrocities along 
the way. Bullies, too often, are depicted as winning or being understood. Their role often is not 
viewed as a source of violence but instead a catalyst for the survival of the fittest at work. The 
focus is on survival and overcoming rather than intervention, accountability, and eradicating 
violence. Films often portray the workplace as stressful or demanding and bullying as a sort of 
distraction or comical remedy. The targets are dehumanized, and subsequently, conformity to 




The findings provide fertile groundwork that can be far-reaching and impactful for future research 
to ensure that it will be aimed at further tackling workplace bullying within organizational settings. 
Films create a fantasy that allows what we experience or to imagine gaining a life of its own. The 
question remains what depictions do people accept and apply to their interactions within the 
workplace contexts and to what extent does it include workplace bullying? This is a question that 
future research should extensively pursue. What we know from media dependency theory and 
media effects is that people learn and are impacted by media. Media provides meaning and 
meaning influences. Thus, media such as films can have pervasive impacts on social interactions 
and realities.  
 
The significance and broader implications of this study of the themes that emerged out of the 
Hollywood depictions of workplace bullying are far reaching. In opening the Pandora’s box to one 
extremely instrumental source of influence of the media and capturing the devastating 
phenomenon of workplace bullying, the stage is now set that warrants future research to investigate 
the role of media and workplace bullying along with workplace violence and harassment. This 
study provides an impetus for further studies to investigate workplace bullying in media depictions 
to foster improved approaches for understanding and discovering workplace bullying, so training 
and resources, may be provided to transcend and tackle workplace bullying from its roots. This 
study provides researchers with opportunities to conduct future research on the role and impacts 
of media on other critical topics that we are facing in today’s society, such as systemic racism, 
structural violence, and broken relations between law enforcement and communities. A systematic 
analysis into media on these topics and related topics will yield formative findings to promote 
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